with some national standards of research rated 3a and 3b.
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A major issue is the prevalence of ASDs. The report concludes that in children under eight, 6 in 1,000 children are on the autistic spectrum, confirming that the condition is not as rare as was previously thought. The report withholds judgement on both the prevalence in the adult population and the question of whether or not there has been an increase in recent decades. As autism was only defined in the 1940s and definitions have shifted since, comparisons over time are still difficult to make.
Considering the causes of autism, the report reconfirms the widely held view that the disease arises from a combination of many genetic susceptibility factors, which may be modulated by environmental influences in ways which as yet remain unknown.
In accordance with previous expert panels, the review confirms that there is no evidence to confirm the suspected link between the MMR vaccine and ASDs. While the comings and goings of this possible culprit have been widely reported in the media, some more promising leads such as the prevalence of bowel disorders in autistic children, which may point to physiological links between the digestive system and neurotransmitters, have found little attention so far.
With respect to the future of autism research, the report defines three key areas:
• improving the case definitions in order to assist the health services to the families concerned as well as research into epidemiology and causes;
• enhanced epidemiological studies to clarify the role of genetic and environmental factors;
• systematic investigation of physiological abnormalities linked to autism.
Furthermore, the importance of integration between the different research disciplines involved, ranging from clinical psychology to molecular genetics, and an improved interfacing with the professionals in the health services who are involved in the diagnosis and treatment of autism are highlighted as strategic goals. Lastly, the report acknowledges the large amount of knowledge residing with the 'lay community' -people with autism and their carers. For the first time in a government-commissioned report of this magnitude, such common people participated in all the meetings and contributed significantly to the resulting report. It is to be hoped that this forebodes an improved communication and exchange between all parties interested in autism, and that a broadly based research effort will eventually crack the mystery of this not so rare disease.
